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AGENT ORANGE AND PERI PHERAL NEUROPATHY

What is peripheral neuropathy?

Peri pheral neuropathy is a nervous systemcondition that causes numbness,
tingling, and nuscle weakness by involvenent of the nerves, that is,
neural conducting tissue outside the brain and spinal cord.

Why are Vietnam veterans concerned about peripheral neuropathy? Is it
caused by Agent Orange/di oxin?

Sone Vi et namvet er ans have been di agnosed wi th peri pheral neuropathy and
ot hers have expressed concern about devel oping this condition. Some
scientific literature has |inked peripheral neuropathy to exposure to
di oxi n, whi ch was contained in Agent Orange.

On May 23, 1991, the Veterans’ Advisory Conmittee on Environnmental Hazards
consi dered the rel ati onshi p bet ween exposure to di oxi n and t he devel opnent
of this condition. The Commttee concluded that there is a “significant
statistical association” between peripheral neuropathy and exposure to
di oxi n. The Committee qualified this opinion, stating that the
associ ation coul d be said to exist in the absence of exposure to cheni cal
subst ances known to cause this disorder. Conmittee nenbers indicated that
other risk factors that nust be considered are age and whether the
i ndi vi dual suffers fromother known causes of peripheral neuropathy such
as di abetes, alcoholism or Guillain-Barre syndrone. The Comm ttee al so
advi sed that the di sorder nust becone nmanifest within ten years of the
| ast known di oxi n exposure.

What did the Departnent of Veterans Affairs (VA) do in response to the
Advi sory Conmittee's finding and the subsequent report rel eased by the
Nat i onal Academny of Sciences in July 19937

On July 1, 1991, Secretary of Veterans Affairs Derwi nski announced t hat VA
wi || propose rules granting service-connected disability status to certain
veterans with peripheral neuropathy. Proposed rule inplenenting the
Secretary’s decision was published for public coment in the
Federal Register in January 1992. (See 57 Fed. Reqg. 2236, January 21,
1992). It was anticipated that the final rule would be published in 1993.
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However, in July 1993, when the National Acadeny of Sciences (NAS)
rel eased its conprehensive report, entitled Veterans and Agent O ange -
Health Effects of Herbicides Used in Vietnam peripheral neuropathy was
not included in the category "sufficient evidence of an association" or
"l'imted/ suggestive evidence of an association.” Rat her, the NAS
revi ewers concluded that there is "inadequate or insufficient evidence to
determ ne whether an association exists between exposure to herbicides
(2,4-D;, 2,4,5-T and its contam nant TCDD; cacodylic acid; and picloram
and disorders of the peripheral nervous system" The NAS report added

"Al though many case reports suggest that an acute or subacute peripheral
neuropathy can develop with exposure to TCDD and related chenicals,
reports wth conparison groups do not offer clear evidence that TCDD
exposure is associated with chronic peripheral neuropathy. The nost
rigorously conducted studies argue against a relationship between TCDD or
her bi ci des and chroni c neuropat hy."

VA asked the NAS, in its followup report, to consider the relationship
bet ween exposure to herbicides and the subsequent devel opnment of the acute
and subacute effects of peripheral neuropathy (as conpared to the chronic
effects, which were focused on in the initial report).

In January 1994, VA published a notice in the Federal Register that
Secretary Brown has determined that a presunption of service connection
based on exposure to herbicides used in Viethamis not warranted for a
long list of conditions identified in the NAS report. Peri phera
neuropathy was included in this list. (See 59 Fed. Reqg. 341, January 4,
1994).

VWhat did the NAS 1996 update concl ude about peripheral neuropathy?

VWhen the NAS reviewers separated chronic persistent peripheral neuropathy
from acute and subacute transient peripheral neuropathy, they found that
there was still inadequate or insufficient evidence of an association
between exposure to herbicides and chronic ©persistent periphera
neuropathy. On the other hand, they reported that there is sone evidence
to suggest that “neuropathy of acute or subacute onset may be associ ated

wi th herbicide exposure.” They included acute and subacute transient
peri pheral neuropathy anong those conditions they placed in their second
category “limted/suggestive evidence of an association.” (Chronic
per si st ent peri pher al neur opat hy remai ned in cat egory three

“i nadequate/insufficient evidence to determ ne whether an association
exists.”)

VWhat was VA's response to the NAS 1996 finding about acute and subacute
transi ent peripheral neuropathy?

After careful review of the report, Secretary Brown decided that VA should
add acute and subacute peripheral neuropathy (when nanifested within one
year of exposure) to the list of conditions recognized for presunption of
service connection for Vietnam veterans based on exposure to herbicides.
President dinton announced this, along with other, decisions, at the
VWi te House, on May 28, 1996. The proposed rule was published for public
coment in the Federal Register in August 1996. (See 61 Fed. Reg. 41368,
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August 8, 1996). The final rule was published in the Federal Register in
Novenmber 1996. (See 61 Fed. Reg. 57587, Novenber 7, 1996).

VWhat did the NAS 1998 update concl ude about peripheral neuropathy?

Wth regard to chronic persistent peripheral neuropathy, the 1998 report
stated, “No new information has appeared in the intervening tw years that
alters this (the 1996) conclusion.”

Wth regard to acute and subacute transient peripheral neuropathy, the
1998 update reported, “The committee is aware of no new publications that
bear on this issue. If TCDD were associated with the devel opnent of
transi ent acute and subacute peripheral neuropathy, the disorder would
beconme evident shortly after exposure. The conmttee knows of no evidence
that new cases developing long after service in Vietnam are associ ated
wi t h herbi ci de exposure.”

Were can a veteran get additional i nformati on about peri pheral
neur opat hy?

Informati on regarding peripheral neuropathy and related matters can be
obtained at VA nedical center libraries, from the Registry Physicians at
every VA nedical center, or from the Environmental Agents Service (131),
Departnment of Veterans Affairs, 810 Vernont Avenue, N W, Wishington, DC
20420.
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